Background The number of asthma related treatment periods in hospital has increased in many countries, particularly among children. The aim of the present investigation was to describe the use made of hospital services by asthmatic patients over a wide range in Finland. Methods A total of 255 387 treatment periods for asthma that had occurred between 1972 and 1986 was collected from the discharge register maintained by the National Board of Health (diagnosis 493, International Classification of Diseases). The numbers ofadmissions, days in hospitul, and new occurrences of asthma were calculated by sex and age in relation to the total population at the end of each year. Results Asthma induced treatment periods in hospital in Finland were 12 860 (277 treatment periods per 100 000 inhabitants) in 1972 and 20 000 (406 per 100 000 inhabitants) in 1986. The annual increase in the number of such periods was 4-7% for men (95% confidence interval (95% CI) 3 5 to 5 9%) and 3 4% for women (2 1 to 4-7%) in relation to population. The most pronounced change was found in those aged 65 years and over, in which the number of treatment periods was found to increase annually by 7-5% (6-0 to 9 0%) for men and 4 9% (3 4 to 6-5%) for women, whereas the smallest increase was found among persons under 15 years with an annual change of 1 3% (0-2 to 2-3%) for 
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The prevalence of asthma among young men in Finland is reported to have increased 20 fold between the early 1960s and the late 1980s.'
The National Board of Health maintains a register of all patients discharged from hospital since 1967, which is extended by about one million new entries annually, so that it now contains data on roughly 20 million treatment periods. This provides a good basis for studying trends in asthma related hospital treatment. The aim of the present investigation is to describe the use made of hospital services by asthmatic patients of different ages in Finland and to identify groups with special treatment needs. 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 Year Figure -I E ---C1n 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 The number of treatment periods was greater among boys younger than 15 years than among girls of the same age (p < 0 0001), whereas the number of such periods among young female adults (age range 15-39 years) and older women of working age (age range 40-64 years) was greater than among the men of the same age range (p < 0 005 and p < 0-05). The number of treatment periods was similar among men and women aged 65 years or over.
Material and methods

DAYS IN HOSPITAL AND AVERAGE DURATION OF STAY IN HOSPITAL
The number of asthma related days in hospital was 3188 per 100 000 inhabitants in 1972 and 2679 per 100 000 inhabitants in 1986-that is, there was an annual change of +0 03% (95% confidence interval (95% CI) -13 to 1.4%). When compared with the number of persons in a given age group, the annual change in the number of hospital days was -3 1% (-4-1 to -2-1 %) among persons under 15 years of age, -2 6% (-4 to -0-7%) among young adults, -1 % (-2-8 to 0 5%) among older people of working age, and 2 3% (1-0 to 3-8%) among persons of age 65 years or over.
The average duration of stay in hospital reduced during the 15 years, from 11 5 days in 1972 to 6-6 days in 1986. The average stay in hospital for the older age groups was longer than that for the younger asthmatics patients, but no differences were found between the sexes in this respect.
NEW ASTHMA PATIENTS
The number of new asthma cases among men and women remained practically unchanged between 1977 and 1986 (table 2). Most of the new cases in the men occurred among boys and in the age group 65 years and over, and those among the women in the age group 40 years and over.
There were no differences in the total number of new asthma cases between the men and women in the entire population, although new occurrences were more often found among boys under 15 years than among girls of the same age (p < 0-0001). No significant sex related differences were found among young adults, but new cases occurred more often among older women of working age than The number of asthma related admissions to hospital in Finland was found to have increased, the most prominent increase being among older working age persons and those aged 65 years or over. Earlier investigations have reported an increase in the number of treatment periods among children,$'0 '5 but few reports have been published on older age groups.7 In our present investigation the treatment periods of Finnish children were found to correspond with those of the children of the United Kingdom,9 15 and those of the United States,'0 but were less than those reported among Canadian78 and New Zealand children.6 15 The number of periods in hospital was considerable among the adults, however. The number of days in hospital in this study has been found to increase among the elderly, who have multiple illnesses, including chronic ones that involve psychosocial problems. This may lead to an increased use of hospital services. 16 17 The changes in the numbers of new asthmatic patients do not account for the increases in the figures for treatment periods, but rather the same patients use hospital services repeatedly. The repeated periods in hospital may have shortened the average treatment time, which is a sign of active nursing practice.
In international terms, the Finnish health care system is characterised by a large number of beds available relative to the population size. Despite the emphasis on hospital treatment, a serious attempt has been made to develop outpatient services. The number of doctors in Finland almost doubled during the period considered here, the new posts being mainly in primary health care. There was an increase in numbers of new doctors in the late 1970s because two medical schools were established in 1972. The increase in the number of general practitioners, the easier admission to hospitals, and the greater expectations of patients may also have led to an increased use of hospital services in Finland,'8 resulting in turn in a change in the admittance criteria. General practitioners differ in terms of the criteria on which they refer a patient to hospital. ' 
